RETREAT     AND     ADVANCE         311
there was the sound of gunfire in the distance to the south,
^and the cavalcade immediately came to life.   The one and
pair-horsed wagons turned out of the line, the horses were
put into a trot, knouts began to whistle, shouts arose.   The
willow switches hissed over the bullocks' backs, the wheels
^clattered faster.   In their alarm all accelerated their pace.
' Heavy clouds of dust rose in dense billows from the road
and  floated  back,   settling   on   the  stalks  of  grain and
grasses.
Prokhor's own little horse had been dragging towards the
grass, putting its nose down and tearing up bunches of
clover, rape and field-mustard. But when the gunfire broke
out Prokhor dug his heels into its flanks and, as though
understanding that now was not the moment for feeding,
the animal willingly broke into a jog-trot.
The cannonade grew in intensity. The sharp crack of
rifle-shots mingled with its shattering octave to send a
y rolling, thunderous roar through the sultry air.
" Lord Jesus l " A young woman riding on a wagon
crossed herself, tore her brown nipple, glistening with milk,
from her infant's mouth and thrust her swollen, yellow
breast into her shirt.
ct Is that our men firing, or who, soldier ? " an old man
striding along by his bullocks shouted to Prokhor.
" It's the Reds, daddy. Our guns haven't got any shells,"
" Queen of Heaven, save them ! " The man let the reins
fall from his hand, removed his old cossack cap and crossed
himself as he walked, turning his face to the East.
In the south an oily black cloud ascended from behind a
^rise. It extended over all the horizon, and the sky was
hidden behind its misty pall.
" Look, there's a big fire back there ! " someone shouted,
" What can it be ? " " Where is it burning ? " voices
asked above the rattle of the cartwheels.
" It's along the Chira river/'
" It's the Reds burning the villages along the Chira/'
" God forbid. ..."
" Look what a great cloud of smoke there is I That's more
than one village on fire."
" Ivan, tell them in front to hurry up ' "
The pall of black smoke extended over more and more of
the sky. The roar of gunfire grew steadily louder. Within